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Refugee Education in Countries of First Asylum: 
Breaking Open the Black Box of Pre-Resettlement Experiences 
 
Abstract: The number of refugees who have fled across international borders due to conflict and 
persecution is at the highest level in recorded history. The vast majority of these refugees find 
exile in low-income countries neighboring their countries of origin. The refugee children who are 
resettled to North America, Europe, and Australia arrive with previous educational experiences 
in these countries of first asylum. This article examines these pre-resettlement educational 
experiences of refugee children, which to date have constituted a “black box” in their post-
resettlement education. Analysis is of data from the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), key informant interviews in 14 countries of first asylum, and ethnographic 
fieldwork and interviews in four countries. The article argues that contemporary conditions of 
conflict usefully inform conceptual understanding of refugee education globally, including the 
types of schools that refugees access in countries of first asylum and their rates of access. It 
further identifies three empirical themes that are common to the educational experiences of 
refugees in countries of first asylum: language barriers; teacher-centered pedagogy; and 
discrimination in school settings. The paper examines the theoretical and practical relevance of 
these pre-resettlement educational experiences for post-resettlement education of refugee 
children. 
 
Keywords: refugees, conflict, migration, educational policies, teachers, low-income countries 
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Refugee Education: 
Breaking Open the Black Box of Pre-Resettlement Experiences 
 
The number of refugees globally is at its highest level in recorded history (United 
Nations, 2014). In 2014 alone, 2.9 million people were newly displaced across international 
borders to become refugees with the onset and re-ignition of conflicts in Iraq, Mali, South Sudan, 
and Syria, among others (UNHCR, 2014a). These newly displaced refugees joined almost 17 
million others who remained refugees from on-going and decades-old conflicts in places such as 
Afghanistan, Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), and Somalia. By definition, refugees are 
people who have crossed an international border due to the well-founded fear of persecution.1 
Currently, a total of 19.2 million people live as refugees globally; half of them are children 
(UNICEF, 2014; UNHCR, 2014a).  
The vast majority of refugees – 86 percent – live in exile in low-income countries that 
neighbor their conflict-affected countries of origin (UNHCR, 2014a). Less than one percent of 
refugees globally access ‘resettlement,’ which enables permanent settlement in a more distant 
country, almost always a developed country (UNHCR, 2014d). Indeed, the numbers of resettled 
refugees are small relative to the global refugee population (see Figure 1). In 2014, the United 
States resettled 73,008 refugees, the largest number among countries with formal refugee 
resettlement programs and 67 percent of the global total of refugees resettled. By comparison, 
Canada resettled 10 percent, Australia 8 percent, and the remaining 15 percent were spread 
among the United Kingdom, Sweden, Norway, and a few other countries (UNHCR, 2014d; 
UNHCR, 2014c). There has been a 90 percent increase in the number of refugees resettled since 
2005, and current conflicts suggest that these numbers will continue to rise (UNHCR, 2015b: 3). 
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Children comprise a sizeable proportion of resettled populations. For example, 154,680 school-
aged children, aged 5 to 18, were resettled to the U.S. between 2002 and 2013 from 113 
countries (Migration Policy Institute, 2014: 4-5). 
Almost all refugee children arrive in North America, Europe, and Australia with previous 
educational experiences. Yet, this article argues, these pre-resettlement experiences of refugee 
children constitute a “black box” in their post-resettlement education. The existing literature on 
education of resettled refugee children focuses primarily on the characteristics of refugee 
children at the time of and after their arrival. Recently, researchers and practitioners alike have 
called for greater and more nuanced understanding of pre-resettlement educational experiences 
(Gahungu et al., 2011; Isik-Ercan, 2012; Prior and Niesz, 2013). Yet, there has been to date little 
attention to these pre-resettlement educational experiences of refugees, which are also often 
hidden from post-resettlement schools and teachers by factors such as language barriers, privacy 
concerns, cultural misunderstandings, and stereotypes (Bigelow, 2010; McBrien, 2011; Taylor 
and Sidhu, 2012). These gaps in understanding have implications for the continued educational 
experiences of refugee children upon resettlement.  
This article examines the pre-resettlement educational experiences of refugee children 
with the goal of illuminating global patterns that can inform the post-resettlement education of 
refugee children. I focus on education of refugee children in ‘countries of first asylum,’ meaning 
the country in which they lived after fleeing from their country of origin but before arriving in a 
resettlement country. In the section that follows, I briefly review gaps in the current literature on 
the education of resettled refugee children. To address these gaps, I present a conceptual 
framework for understanding the pre-resettlement education of refugee children that considers 
contemporary conditions of conflict. I then outline the research design and the data sources of 
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this study. In the findings section, I examine how refugee education is structured in countries of 
first asylum, rates at which refugees access education globally, and major themes in the 
educational experiences of refugee children in these settings, including language barriers, 
teacher-centered pedagogy, and discrimination in school settings. These pre-resettlement 
educational experiences globally bear on the continued education and academic success of 
refugee children who are eventually resettled in the United States, Canada, Australia, and 
elsewhere, and I close with a discussion of these theoretical and policy implications.  
 
Conceptual Framework: Contemporary Conflict and Refugee Education 
The educational trajectories of resettled refugee children can be divided into three 
periods: pre-resettlement, at arrival, and post-resettlement. Research has focused on the two 
latter periods, with scant attention to the educational experiences of refugees prior to their 
resettlement.  
Well-documented are, firstly, the educational attainment, literacy, and English 
proficiency of refugees at the time of their arrival in a resettlement country and, secondly, 
language learning and processes of integration in post-resettlement schools. A full review of this 
literature is beyond the scope of this paper. Important to this analysis, is that we know refugee 
children arrive to resettlement countries with limited English proficiency, and they need support 
to learn English, or other resettlement country language of instruction in the cases of Sweden and 
Norway, for example (Brown et al., 2006; Fennelly and Palasz, 2003; McBrien, 2005; Nykiel-
Herbert, 2010; Prior and Niesz, 2013; Walker-Dalhouse and Dalhouse, 2009). They are also 
embedded in families with low literacy rates and educational attainment. For example, upon 
arrival in the U.S., 23 percent of refugee men and 27 percent of refugee women over the age of 
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25 have not completed high school, lower than rates among the U.S.-born population (Migration 
Policy Institute, 2014: 17). We also know that refugee children experience challenges related to 
social integration in school settings (Bigelow, 2010; Buck and Silver, 2012; Due and Riggs, 
2009; Taylor and Sidhu, 2012; Rutter, 2003; Dippo et al., 2012; Rutter, 2006; Arnot and Pinson, 
2005; Isik-Ercan, 2012) and on-going challenges related to trauma exposure (Betancourt et al., 
2012; Gahungu et al., 2011; Schweitzer et al., 2006; Szente et al., 2006). 
Post-resettlement trajectories and the relevant educational characteristics of refugee 
children and their parents upon arrival are critical dimensions of the education of resettled 
refugee children. Underexplored are the pre-resettlement experiences that inform the arrival and 
post-resettlement periods. Yet knowing where, for example, a refugee child falls on a spectrum 
of English proficiency on the day she arrives in the United States is different than understanding 
the experiences that led her to that place. A black box remains related to these pre-resettlement 
educational experiences of refugee children.  
 
Contemporary Conditions of Conflict 
Contemporary conditions of conflict shape the pre-resettlement experiences of refugee 
children. The nature of conflict has changed since the end of the Cold War, and three dimensions 
of it are particularly salient for eventual education in resettlement. First, contemporary conflicts 
are more deadly for civilians, especially for children, and more destructive of civilian 
infrastructure, including schools (UNICEF, 2008; Save the Children, 2013). In 2014, 679 
children were killed or severely injured in Iraq, including through execution; 561 were killed and 
4,271 injured in Gaza (United Nations, 2015: 15, 19); in Syria, there were 35 military and 
paramilitary attacks on schools, which killed 105 children and injured over 300; in South Sudan 
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alone, 12,000 children were recruited as child soldiers (UNICEF, 2014). Current forms of 
conflict mean that children, being at particular risk, are more likely to become refugees. 
Second, conflicts are increasingly protracted. While most refugees flee their countries of 
origin with the intention of returning home rapidly, the average duration of exile for refugees is 
17 years (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2014). Many recent conflicts have lasted for 
decades, and are on-going, such as in Afghanistan (33 years), DRC (19 years), and Somalia (23 
years) (Center for Systemic Peace, 2013). For refugee children, the protracted nature of conflict 
and exile can often results in disrupted education as more the norm than the exception. It also 
increased the likelihood of educational experiences outside of the national education system of a 
country of origin.    
Third, and related, refugees who will eventually be resettled usually experience extended 
periods of exile before that resettlement. At present, almost all refugees are resettled from 
countries of first asylum such as (in order of number of resettlement submissions) Turkey, 
Malaysia, Lebanon, Jordan, Kenya, Nepal, and Thailand rather than from their countries of 
origin – Syria, Myanmar, Iraq, and Somalia. More specifically, for example, few Somali 
refugees arrive in the United States directly from Somalia; they are resettled to the U.S. after 
years (often decades) of living in exile in refugee camps. Nearly half of the Somali refugees 
resettled to the United States between 2002 and 2013 had lived in Kakuma refugee camp in 
Kenya (Migration Policy Institute, 2014: 14), just one of more than ten major Somali-hosting 
refugee camps in East Africa.  
This initial exile in a country of first asylum is unlike typical experiences for previous 
large groups of resettled refugees, such as Vietnamese, Soviets, and Cubans resettled to the U.S. 
in the 1970s and 1980s. The conditions of these resettlements were unique, but they shared the 
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characteristics of direct arrival in the U.S. from countries of origin. For example, Vietnamese 
refugees arrived in the United States in the 1970s and 1980s primarily through the U.S.-
sponsored evacuation and UNHCR’s Orderly Departure Program. This does not mean that 
Vietnamese refugees did not live in camps; however, those Vietnamese refugees who lived in 
camps were much less likely to be resettled to the United States, and those who were resettled 
from camps lived there for very short periods of time (UNHCR, 2000: 90; Robinson, 1998: 127-
159).  
 
Refugee Education in a Global Context 
The 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and its companion 1967 Protocol 
provide international norms defining who is a refugee, refugee rights, and the legal obligations of 
the state. Article 22 of the 1951 Convention specifies the right to education for all children, 
including refugees. According to the Convention, signatory states “shall accord to refugees the 
same treatment as is accorded to nationals with respect to elementary education… [and] 
treatment as favourable as possible… with respect to education other than elementary education” 
(UNHCR, 2010).  
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is the organization 
mandated with the physical, political, and social protection of refugees; with the delivery of 
humanitarian assistance such as food, shelter, and water; and also with the provision of 
education. The UNHCR Education Strategy, 2012-2016 guides this provision of education. This 
Strategy focuses on expanding access to education at primary and secondary levels (UNHCR, 
2012: 10-13, 18-23); augmenting the quality of education for refugees, particularly through 
teacher training (UNHCR, 2012: 11-13); ensuring that schools are safe learning environments for 
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refugee children (UNHCR, 2012: 14-17); and integrating refugee children into national 
education systems wherever possible (UNHCR, 2012: 8, 31-33).  
As a constituent body, UNHCR’s work on education, as on other issues, is coordinated 
with the governments of countries in which refugees reside. Refugee education thus depends on 
the laws, policies, and practices in place in each national context. Importantly, the countries of 
first asylum where 86 percent of the world’s refugees live are generally characterized by already 
over-stretched education systems and often fragile political and economic institutions (UNHCR, 
2014e: 2). 
 
Research Design and Data Sources 
This article draws on three unique datasets: UNHCR data on refugee access to education; 
key informant interviews; and ethnographic field-based case studies. The UNHCR data on access 
to education for refugees describe the largest refugee populations globally and represent 14 
countries of first asylum: Bangladesh, Chad, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, Kenya, Lebanon, Malaysia, 
Pakistan, Rwanda, South Sudan, Sudan, Uganda, and Yemen (see Figure 1). These are the 
countries to which refugees flee from their countries of origin and in which they access 
education as refugees. Refugee populations from a single country of origin are often spread over 
multiple countries of first asylum. For example, among the these 14 countries, large populations 
of Somali refugees live in Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, and Yemen; Afghan refugees live in Iran, 
Malaysia, and Pakistan; Syrian refugees in Egypt and Lebanon. Despite their large numbers, 
Palestinian refugees are not included in this analysis, as education operations for Palestinians are 
notably different than for all other refugees globally and under the mandate not of UNHCR but 
of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees (UNRWA) (UNRWA, 
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2011; Universalia Management Group, 2010).  
In all cases, the most recent UNHCR data are presented, which is 2014 unless otherwise 
noted. These data draw from both publically available data (through Global Focus, 
http://reporting.unhcr.org) and restricted data from the internal performance measurement system 
and country-level Operations Reports, accessed through a long-standing research relationship 
with UNHCR. 
There are two central challenges related to available data on refugee education, both of 
which lead to overly optimistic estimates of refugee enrollment in school. First, for national 
children, it is possible to calculate net enrollment ratios (NER), which are the enrollment of the 
official age group for a given level of education, expressed as a percentage of the population in 
that age group. For refugees, however, data on age is often not available. As a result, data only 
allows for the calculation of gross enrollment ratios (GER), which are the total enrollment in a 
specific level of education, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the population in the 
official age group corresponding to that level of education. GERs overestimate enrollment, 
especially when overage children are present at a given grade level, due to late entry into school, 
missed schooling, or repetition, all common scenarios among refugee children. Second, available 
data are far more complete for refugees who are registered with UNHCR, which happens as a 
pre-requisite to receiving legal protection and/or assistance, and yet assisted refugees do not 
represent all refugees, especially in urban areas. Refugees who are registered are more likely to 
be enrolled in school and estimates miss out-of-school children who are not counted as part of 
any national or refugee data collection. For these reasons, even the low estimates of school 
enrollment for refugees are likely optimistic and should be read as such.  
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with key informants working in these 14 
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countries (n=80), including UNHCR staff and partners, such as Ministry of Education officials, 
NGO staff, and other UN agency staff. These interviews were conducted between March 2013 
and April 2014, facilitated through a research partnership with UNHCR and the author’s 
university. These interviews were designed to elicit understanding of specific dimensions of 
refugee education in each country context, including the relevance of the UNHCR Education 
Strategy 2012-2016 and the challenges to its implementation.  
This article also draws on data from ethnographic field-based case studies conducted 
between 2002 and 2014. These case studies were conducted in four countries of first asylum 
(Uganda, Kenya, Malaysia, and Egypt) with refugee children from four specific conflict-affected 
countries of origin (Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia, Myanmar, and Syria, respectively). 
These case studies included in-depth, semi-structured interviews with children (n=285), parents 
(n=116), teachers (n=116), and key informants (n=86) such as UNHCR staff members, national 
Ministry of Education staff members, NGO staff members, and refugee community leaders. 
They also included structured classroom observations (n=203) and extended participant 
observation (see Table 1). While the form of data collection was not identical across sites, the 
data are comparable in their context-specific approaches to understanding the educational 
experiences of refugee children in countries of first asylum.  
In any country of first asylum, refugees may live in refugee camps, locally settled amid 
national populations in rural areas, or they may live in urban areas, with the context of their 
residence depending on local policies, practices, and individual refugees’ choices. The data that 
form the basis of this analysis were collected in the sites relevant to the particular country 
context. For example, in Egypt and Malaysia, there are no refugee camps and data were collected 
in urban areas; in Kenya and Uganda, refugees reside in camps and in urban areas, and so data 
Refugee Education 
 11
were collected in both contexts. In this way, the data in this article represent the experiences of 
refugees in refugee camp and urban settings; they do not represent the experiences of refugees 
self-settled amid local populations in rural areas who, by nature of having little to no contact 
with UNHCR, are not frequently resettled. 
 
Findings 
 This section presents and interprets the findings in three parts. First, I examine the 
structures that influence the ways that refugees access education globally and identify resulting 
types of schools. Second, I analyze rates of access to education in 14 countries of first asylum. 
Finally, I explore the educational experiences of refugee children globally, identifying themes 
that have particular relevance for their post-resettlement education.   
 
Structures of Refugee Education Globally 
Expansion of access to education for refugees has paralleled global progress toward 
universal primary education. As early as the 1990 Jomtien World Declaration on Education for 
All, “war, occupation, [and] civil strife” were identified as some of the “daunting problems” that 
“constrain efforts to meet basic learning needs” (World Conference on Education for All, 1990). 
UNHCR data and interviews with key informants across countries indicate that there are 
three primary structures through which refugees access education globally: in separate, refugee-
only schools in refugee camps; in national schools, primarily in urban areas of countries of first 
asylum; and in informal schools, in camps or urban areas, initiated by refugee communities. 
These structures reflect contemporary conditions of conflict and the ways in which international 
assistance is delivered.  
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From the 1980s through the 2000s, refugee camps were the favored model of delivering 
aid to refugee populations by UNHCR, for reasons of efficiency, and by countries of first 
asylum, for reasons of security (UNHCR, 2000; Verdirame and Harrell-Bond, 2005). This was 
the era of large refugee camps for Vietnamese and Cambodians on the Thai border, Rwandans in 
eastern DRC, and Afghans in Pakistan (Verdirame and Harrell-Bond, 2005; Harrell-Bond, 1986). 
The institutionalization of refugee camps led to the structural necessity of refugee children 
attending separate schools rather than schools connected to national education systems. Refugee 
education at this time was also characterized as a short-term endeavor as the size of refugee 
populations made countries of first asylum reluctant to consider their permanence. UNHCR 
policy reflected these realities in the form of aligning education as closely as possible to the 
country of origin, specifically in terms of curriculum and language, to facilitate swift return of 
refugees to their countries of origin (UNHCR, 2003).  
Current UNHCR policy de-emphasizes refugee camps and instead focuses on pursuing 
“alternatives to camps,” in order to remove the “limitation on the rights and freedoms of 
refugees” inherent in a camp structure (UNHCR, 2014f: 4). Nevertheless, 40 percent of refugees 
globally continue to live in refugee camps, and they remain an important site of access to 
education for refugees globally. 
More than half of refugees now live in cities (UNHCR, 2009: 2; UNHCR, 2014f), 
however, and, in these settings, refugee children live amid national populations with national 
schools as the only viable option for education. Current UNHCR policy thus focuses on 
“integration of refugee learners within national systems” (UNHCR, 2012: 8). Interviews with 
UNHCR staff and other key informants demonstrate that the adoption of this approach was not 
only a result of increased urban populations, but also reflected the protracted nature of conflict 
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and beliefs that education within a national system of teacher training and certification of 
learning would be of higher quality.  
The integration of refugees within national systems emerged gradually, responding to 
these conditions, but was only formalized in UNHCR policy in 2012. Ethnographic fieldwork 
and interviews in Kenya reveals, for example, that Somali refugees arriving in Kenya beginning 
in the early 1990s followed the Kenyan curriculum and yet refugee camp schools were only 
formally registered to become national Kenyan government schools in 2014. In camps settings, 
‘integration’ has come to mean the use of the curriculum and language of the country of first 
asylum even though school spaces may be segregated in that they do not bring together refugee 
and national children. In urban areas, ‘integration’ usually means use of the national curriculum 
and language as well as physically being together in school with nationals of the country of first 
asylum. Analysis of UNHCR data reveal that 5 out of 14 priority countries integrated refugees to 
the national curriculum and language in 2010; by 2014, 11 of 14 countries did so.  
Informal schools, initiated by refugee communities, are also an important site of access to 
education for refugees. This is particularly true in countries of first asylum where refugee rights 
are limited. In Uganda, for example, refugees did not have the legal right to reside in urban areas 
until 2006. Ethnographic fieldwork in Kampala documents that, prior to that time, the only 
education available to refugee children in urban areas was in refugee-initiated and supported 
schools that operated outside of any formal assistance from UNHCR or NGOs. Malaysia and 
Bangladesh have not ratified the 1951 Convention and thus do not guarantee the right to 
education for refugees; in these settings, governments do not permit refugees to access national 
schools. Interviews and observations indicate that relationships between UNHCR and 
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government are tenuous vis-à-vis supporting educational opportunities, with informal schooling 
the only possibility.  
The establishment of informal schools can also reflect the kind of education refugee 
parents seek for their children. In many countries of first asylum, Muslim refugee communities 
create duksis, or Koranic schools, to complement formal education; more formal madrassas also 
operate in many refugee settings, providing instruction in Arabic, mathematics, and history and 
sometimes other subjects (UNHCR, 2013; Gerstner, 2009: 185). Community-initiated schools 
may substitute for available formal education, as observed in Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya, 
where refugee parents chose to create their own primary schools where they could ensure smaller 
class sizes and control over curriculum (see also UNHCR and CARE, 2009).   
In addition, sites of access to education for refugees in countries of first asylum reflect 
regional conflict dynamics. Egypt, for example, has ratified the 1951 Convention, but with the 
exception of Article 22, the right to education. Until recently, the population of refugees in Egypt 
was largely of sub-Saharan African origin, and access to education was limited to informal, often 
clandestine, schools (Grabska, 2006). The influx of Syrian refugees to Egypt, beginning in 2011, 
resulted in a shift in policy, allowing Syrians to access Egyptian national schools, but continuing 
to bar Somalis, Ethiopians, and Eritreans from public schools (UNHCR, 2014b). Interviews 
reveal the acceptance of Syrian refugees in public schools to be part of a commitment to refugees 
of Arab origin.  
 
Access to Education for Refugees 
Access to education for refugees is uneven across countries of first asylum. The most 
recent UNHCR data suggest that, in 2014, 50 percent of refugees had access to primary school. 
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This access rate compares to 93 percent of all children globally (UNESCO, 2015: 6). At the 
secondary level, 25 percent of refugees had access to education in 2014 whereas 62 percent did 
globally (UNESCO, 2015: 10).2  
Within these global rates, analysis of UNHCR enrollment data indicates wide variation in 
access to education across countries of first asylum (see Table 2). For example, at the primary 
level, only 37 percent of refugee children access education in Lebanon. Low enrollments persist 
in countries with protracted populations as well, such as in Pakistan where Afghans represent the 
largest protracted population globally (UNHCR, 2015a), and where only 43 percent of children 
access primary education. In some countries of first asylum, access rates are higher, such as in 
Bangladesh, Egypt, Iran, South Sudan, and Yemen, where more than 80 percent of refugees 
access primary education.  
Secondary rates of access for refugees are lower than primary access rates across 
countries of first asylum. They also vary widely. Egypt and Yemen have rates at 81 and 80 
percent, respectively. In most countries of first asylum, however, secondary education is open to 
very few refugees. In Kenya and Pakistan, for example, which represent two of the largest and 
most protracted refugee populations in the world, only 4 percent and 5 percent of refugees 
respectively access secondary school.        
Refugees usually access primary and secondary school in countries of first asylum at 
lower rates than do nationals in the same countries. These differences are often stark, particularly 
in countries that have achieved near universal access for nationals. For example, while 97 
percent of nationals access primary education in Malaysia, only 47 percent of refugees do, and 
while 91 percent of nationals in Uganda access primary education, only 66 percent of refugees 
do. In a few cases, South Sudan, Sudan, and Yemen, refugees access education at higher rates 
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than nationals; in these cases, national education systems are severely disrupted due to conflict 
and national rates are subsequently very low. 
Variation in access rates reflects multiple ways in which education is disrupted for 
refugee children. Ethnographic data from Uganda, Kenya, Malaysia, and Egypt indicate the 
salience of acute conflict, which makes routes to school dangerous, destroys school 
infrastructure, and renders education systems non-functional; legal restrictions whereby a 
country of first asylum restricts refugee children from entering national schools and/or UNHCR 
from providing education; and on-going migration to escape renewed conflicts or to pursue 
livelihood opportunities.  
In Kuala Lumpur, the capital of Malaysia, for example, refugee children described being 
hesitant to go to school. Despite the 73 community-based schools registered with UNHCR, 
refugee children faced the dangers of exposure to the authorities given a lack of legal status and 
the distances they needed to walk to get to school. In interviews, parents described the risks of 
arrest by police and abuse by citizens. They said that at moments when tensions between 
refugees and the authorities were particularly high, refugee families elected to keep their children 
home from school. 
The experiences of Amaziah, a pseudonym, a refugee living in Uganda, further illustrate 
the effects of school disruptions for refugee children. I interviewed Amaziah and his family three 
times between 2002 and 2005 and observed classes in his school in each of these years. Amaziah 
did not begin his education at the appropriate age, as militias occupied schools in his home area 
of eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). When his family fled to Uganda, they decided 
to live in Kampala, the country’s capital, at a time when it was not legal for refugees to do so. 
However, they had lived in a city in DRC, and his father, an artisan, could pursue his livelihood 
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in Kampala. The family’s longer-term vision was resettlement to the United States, but they were 
only eligible for resettlement if they established residence in a refugee camp. The dual goals of 
pursuing a current livelihood and future resettlement were at odds. Amaziah thus moved 
continuously between the city and the refugee camp. Each time the family received word that 
UNHCR was conducting a population census in the camp, they boarded up their house in 
Kampala and travelled back to the camp to take up residence there. One year, this back and forth 
movement resulted in Amaziah missing his final exams and needing to repeat the entire year of 
school. 
 
Educational Experiences of Refugee Children 
From analysis of classroom observation data and interview data from teachers and 
refugee children emerge themes of the educational experiences of refugees in countries of first 
asylum that are particularly relevant for their post-resettlement education: language barriers; 
teacher-centered pedagogy; and discrimination in school settings. Below, I explore the global 
patterns for each of these themes, providing select country-specific examples. While only brief 
examples are provided here, they were chosen to be representative of the overall ethnographic 
dataset and corroborated by interviews in the 14 countries hosting the largest number of refugees 
globally. 
 
Language Barriers 
Refugee children spend a disproportionate amount of time learning languages while often 
falling behind in age-appropriate academic content. Most refugee children transition to a new 
language of instruction in a country of first asylum. For example, refugees from Somalia 
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transition from Somali to English in exile in Kenya and Uganda; refugees from DRC transition 
from French to English in Uganda and Rwanda; and refugees from Sudan transition from Arabic 
to French in Chad. Interviews and observations make clear that a common strategy for language 
learning in this context of language transition is to place refugees in classes with younger 
children. For example, Annette, a pseudonym, whom I interviewed in a refugee camp in 
southwest Uganda three times between 2002 and 2005, had been in high school in DRC before 
she fled to Uganda. Coming from a French language education system in DRC, Annette was 
placed in the equivalent of second grade in Uganda, which was an English language education 
system. Classroom observations revealed that this practice was the norm; about one third of the 
children in Annette’s primary school class were severely overage, their long teenage bodies 
folded up to sit on the floor with seven and eight year olds.   
On-going migration and shifting policies also contribute to the ways in which language 
learning shapes the educational trajectories of refugee children pre-resettlement. Henri, a 
pseudonym, whom my research team interviewed in Burundi in 2013 when he was a university 
student, exemplifies a typical pathway through language. Throughout his childhood, Henri lived 
as a refugee in exile in Tanzania. In primary school, he followed the Tanzanian curriculum in 
English and Swahili; he began secondary school following the Burundian curriculum officially in 
French and Kirundi, but since there were only Tanzanian teachers, the languages used remained 
mostly English and Kiswahili; and then, when his refugee camp was closed, he relocated to a 
new refugee camp to complete secondary school following the Congolese curriculum in French. 
Upon arrival in a resettlement country, refugee children like Annette and Henri may have fallen 
years behind in content mastery not related to their abilities but due to continual shifting of 
language of instruction and the resulting lack of exposure to subject-matter content. 
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Teacher-Centered Pedagogy 
Refugee education in countries of first asylum is characterized by teacher-centered 
pedagogy, with lectures a central feature and heavy reliance on factual questions. This 
pedagogical style persists in refugee education, and more broadly across low- and middle-
income countries (Tao, 2013; Vavrus and Bartlett, 2013), despite policies that place a high value 
on child-centered, participatory teaching methods (Global Education Cluster, 2010; INEE, 2010). 
Classroom observations in schools serving Somali and Sudanese refugees in Nairobi and 
Kakuma refugee camp in Kenya demonstrate the centrality of lecture as a pedagogical method. 
Our research team found that lectures were central in 46 of 53 classroom observations conducted 
in 2013. These lectures were characterized primarily by teachers’ didactic presentations. 
Children’s participation was limited to factual questions posed by the teacher that required 
children to repeat only what the teacher had just said. For example, in an informal school in 
Nairobi, a teacher asked his almost exclusively Sudanese students: “What do we call [it] when 
you grow flowers only?”, to which the class chorused back, “floriculture,” mentioned orally and 
written on the board only moments before. In a classroom in a Kenyan public school serving 
mostly Somali students, the teacher asked “who can tell me? We have two forms of trade, which 
ones are they?” The only accepted answers were “domestic” and “international,” again cited in 
the lecture and written on the board earlier in the same lesson.  
In only 17 of the 53 lessons we observed did children ask any questions at all, and in only 
6 was more than one question posed during the entire lesson. These questions, like the ones 
posed by teachers, were primarily factual or definitional in nature. Classroom observations 
across the dataset indicate that in their pre-resettlement education, refugee children often have no 
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experience with child-centered activities or with expectations for working in groups, asking 
questions, or engaging in exploration. In resettlement countries, teachers may assume that 
silence, failure to ask questions, and difficulty in self-directed exploration means refugee 
children have few contributions to make in class. Instead, refugee children may be following 
what they understand from their pre-resettlement education to be proper classroom conduct.  
 
Discrimination in School Settings 
Refugee children often experience discrimination in their pre-resettlement education. 
Assumed in much of the literature is that refugee children experience the process of cultural 
adaptation and marginalization vis-à-vis schools and teachers for the first time when they arrive 
in a resettlement country. For most refugees, however, these experiences are not usually new: by 
definition, they fled their homes due to persecution, and most also previously entered a new 
education system in a country of first asylum. Ethnographic observations and interviews with 
children reveal frequent experiences of discrimination, primarily in the content of the curriculum 
and in treatment by peers and teachers.  
The instructional content to which refugee children are exposed in countries of first 
asylum can be at best difficult to relate with and at worst highly politicized and discriminatory. 
For example, ongoing violence in Kenya attributed to Al-Shabaab, a militant group based in 
Somalia, has fostered a hostile environment for Somali refugee children in Kenyan schools, 
where the discourse has at times been reduced to, “refugees equal terrorists.” At the end of one 
class in Nairobi, observed in 2013, the Kenyan teacher said to the mostly refugee children: “Do 
we fight?” “No!” the children exclaimed in response. “Do we call each other refugee?” he said 
“No!” they chanted again. “Refugee” was a bad word.  
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Similarly, in Egypt, refugee parents described bullying among children in school settings, 
which increased in intensity in relation to the overall climate of fear for Syrians in Egypt. After 
the overthrow of Egypt’s short-lived Muslim Brotherhood government by a military coup, the 
Egyptian media adopted a stronger public position against the opposition in Syria related to the 
opposition’s perceived links with the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. Refugee children felt the 
impact of this change in public perception in schools. Syrian parents, in 2014, described how 
their children were faced with aggressive questions about “why they quit Syria, why they were in 
Egypt…why [they] did not go back to their own country.” These pre-resettlement experiences of 
discrimination in school settings have the potential to make refugee children and their parents 
wary of schools and teachers in resettlement countries. These previous experiences may also 
compound additional discrimination refugee children face in resettlement schools, including 
expectations of how discrimination is addressed – or not addressed – by teachers and parents.  
 
Education of Refugees in Resettlement: Continuation of a Global Trajectory 
Through processes of exile in countries of first asylum and resettlement to the United 
States, refugees must leave behind many aspects of their lives: material goods, in-person social 
networks, and usually any clear sense of what the future holds for them and for their children. 
Many refugees express the idea that education is the one thing that cannot be left behind 
(Dryden-Peterson, 2011; Winthrop and Kirk, 2011). Yet pre-resettlement educational 
experiences of refugee children remain largely opaque to post-resettlement researchers and 
teachers. Whether or not these experiences are made visible or understood post-resettlement, 
they do remain part of the educational trajectories of refugee children. Refugee children do not 
leave them behind.   
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This article begins to build conceptual and empirical understandings of pre-resettlement 
educational experiences of refugee children who are resettled to countries such as the U.S., 
Canada, Australia, the U.K, and others. Conceptually, the analysis emphasizes the relevance of 
conflict conditions to the structures of refugee education and the types of educational 
experiences refugee children have pre-resettlement. It also highlights that, rather than starting 
anew upon arrival in the United States, most contemporary refugee children have experienced 
education in countries of first asylum, which are in most cases low-income countries. While the 
education of refugee children in resettlement takes place locally, it is also the continuation of 
global trajectories.  
This article points to three themes that emerge as common to these global trajectories of 
refugee education: language barriers; teacher-centered pedagogy; and discrimination in school 
settings. Equipped with knowledge of these general experiences, teachers in resettlement schools 
stand to be better able, for example, to identify educational needs based on prior exposure to 
academic content and language as opposed to innate capacities for learning; to explicitly teach 
skills for the kind of participation expected in classrooms; and to openly discuss issues of 
discrimination in schools toward the development of trusting relationships. Bringing students’ 
personal histories – educational and otherwise – into the classroom is, of course, not a new line 
of thinking. It speaks to a “funds of knowledge” approach in which teachers are also learners 
about the cultural and cognitive resources of their students’ families and can incorporate these 
assets into the classroom (Moll et al., 1992).  
These three themes do not encompass the totality of refugee children’s pre-resettlement 
educational experience and do not take the place of understanding the unique experiences of each 
child. The themes do, however, help to define the kinds of questions to ask about pre-
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resettlement education. These questions can help to push forward the work of teachers as they 
continue to open the black box of global pre-resettlement educational experiences of resettled 
refugee children.  
 
Notes
                                                 
1 In this article, the term “refugee” describes any person with recognized refugee status in a country of asylum. 
Refugee status may be granted prima facie, meaning that it is applied at the group level to all refugees from a 
particular county (e.g., to all Congolese who flee to Uganda), or through an individual Refugee Status Determination 
(RSD) process.  
2 Data on refugee enrollments reflect 2014. Global enrollment rates, however, are not available for 2014 and reflect 
the most recent data reported in the UNESCO Global Monitoring Report and the World Bank Data Bank. In most 
cases, global data reflects 2012, but in some cases data is only available for earlier years. In most countries not 
affected by conflict, access to education has increased at both primary and secondary levels over time (UNESCO, 
2015); for the purposes of these comparisons, therefore, we can assume that the numbers presented here represent an 
underestimate of the gap between refugee and national enrollments.   
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Figure 1. Global Distribution of Refugees in Countries of First Asylum and Countries of Resettlement, 
December 2014  
 
Data source: UNHCR   
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Table 1. Data Sources for Ethnographic Case Studies: Four Refugee Populations in Four Countries of First-
Asylum, 2002-2014  
 
Country of 
origin 
Country of 
first asylum*  
Interviews Classroom 
observation 
Participant 
observation Teachers Children Families Key informants 
DRC Uganda 45 168 106 30 135 18 weeks 
Somalia Kenya 64 112 - 22 68 3 weeks 
Myanmar 
(Rohingya) Malaysia - 5 5 11 - 12 weeks 
Syria Egypt 7 - 5 23 - 2 weeks 
* sites of data collection 
Source: Author’s Fieldwork, 2002-2014. 
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Table 2. Enrollment Ratios for Refugee and National Children in Primary and Secondary Schools in 14 
Countries of First Asylum 
Country of First 
Asylum 
Refugee 
Primary 
Enrollment 
Rate (2014) 
National 
Primary  
NER  
Refugee 
Secondary 
Enrollment 
Rate (2014) 
National 
Secondary 
NER 
Bangladesh 84% 92%4 10% 48%2 
Chad 55% 86%1 11% 11%7 
Egypt  80% 95%3 81% 85%1 
Ethiopia 56% 65%5 23% 26%5,8 
Kenya 65% 84%2 4% 56%2 
Iran 80% 98%1 72% 82%2 
Lebanon 37% 93%1 19% 68%2 
Malaysia 47% 97%6 18% 69%2 
Pakistan 43% 72%1 5% 38%1 
Rwanda 75% 93%1 58% 14%3,8 
South Sudan 82% 41%3 61% 2%3,8 
Sudan 58% 54%2 18% n.d. 
Uganda 66% 91%1 20% 22%4 
Yemen 83% 88%1 80% 42%2 
1 2013, 2 2012, 32011, 42010, 52006, 62005, 72003, 8lower-secondary school only 
Source: All refugee data from UNHCR; all national data from World Bank Data Bank  
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